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The limits of user centeredness,                                
a case study: Satin 
In the first two years of  my PhD, I had the chance to take part in an EU funded 
research project aimed at exploring possibilities for interaction of  people with 
the Internet of  Things as environments. The result of  this project is Satin, a 
mobile application builder that enables end-users without programming skills to 
create their own apps, aggregating and seamlessly handling data and program-
ming interfaces (API) from different services in a user-friendly manner. The case 
study illustrates that apart from following user-centeredness, designers should 
also consider the constraints and influences of  the infrastructures within which 
they operate. When designing innovative systems such as Satin, the context and 
paradigms that one works from inevitably affect the solution space in which the 
final designs and products exist. This requires designers to work not only on the 
final product’s usability and experience of  use, but also on the foundations and 
underlying infrastructures that rules that specific design space where this will be 
introduced (Davoli and Kuenen 2013).

The project was divided between closely collaborating and partially overlapping 
project teams: Project Management, Core Technology, Business Development 
and Design. Within this framework, the goals for the design team were to develop 
the touch point between users and the Satin platform and its back-end compiler: 
an easy to extend markup language that enables the assembly of  various data 
sources and compilation of  executable for various platforms. Compared to other 
existing programming tools for beginners, the aim of  the Satin project was not 
to educate people to become programmers but to empower people towards 
making sense and use of  the digitally enabled world around us. Thus its research 
and design particularly focused on understanding what the best “language” for 
such a tool might be and how the interaction with it should take place and how 
to engage with it, avoiding the limits and barriers generated by current program-
ming languages. 

The team adopted a user-centered approach. In an iterative workshop process 
with experts as well as non-experts, different interaction metaphors and para-
digms for the editor were collaboratively explored. The purpose of  these studies 
was to determine how people could understand, manage and aggregate infor-
mation and data available from Internet services and open data databases into 
customized services that are relevant and meaningful to them. These iterations 

Video snapshots of a user interface 
evaluation workshop: participants 
exploring one of the possible interaction 
styles for the Satin editor through 
physical mockups.
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functionality without seeing a clear advantage in that activity itself. Reflecting 
on the user testing, we realized that there was a gap between what is possible to 
enable through technology and how to develop and apply it in order for people 
to make sense of  and with it. We were trying to support people to generate 
functionality without an application context or an experience of  what that future 
could be. As expert-programmers do, we were approaching this design from the 
abstract to the concrete, whereas people understand the world the other way 
around. While experts are comfortable in creating objectives in an unconstrained 
space, non-experts often need a space of  application and curation, of  context-
relevant content to generate functionality. 

Another important aspect to point out is the mismatch between the concepts 
and foundations behind the Satin project and the foundations required by its 
deliverables. While the project goals and requirements where charged with inno-
vative and disruptive intentions, the set of  broader systems, such as technol-
ogy, information infrastructure, work organization and structure of  the project, 
inevitably affected our final results, making us approach the problem through 
a lens of  established frameworks and practices. This led us on to focusing on 
deliverables and functionalities, keeping users, spaces and technology as sepa-
rated actors. In this process and environment, the technological opportunism 
inevitably prevailed, progressively pushing design to create an interface that effi-
ciently links users to technology. Finally we did not take into consideration the 
current formats of  information and how it is made available through Internet 
services, i.e. impersonal, available anytime and anywhere. Paradigm that is ill 
suited for the requirements of  the new tool and caused of  the Satin interface to 
be irrelevant for users.

As it emerged from our tests, people experience an indirect need of  the tools, 
but a direct need of  fruition and content that those tools may provide access to. 
The usability and usefulness of  a tool is not about its instrumental functionality, 
but about the design and construction of  things that can become meaningful 
parts of  the environment and of  our lives, its places, practices and experiences. 
The inability of  the project organization to provide the necessary environment 
to fully explore the possibilities behind the agent base concept to provide this 
type of  meaning, made the project management to turn towards more traditional 
user programming interface styles13. 

13 Both the agent base editor and its alternative are available for test at: http://www.satinproject.eu/

revealed that the difference between experts and non-experts lies in having a 
detailed understanding of  how different elements and information need to be 
connected and combined in order to result in the desired overall functionality. 
These observations resulted in the development of  a possible concept for an 
‘Agent Based’ editor. 

The general idea behind this concept was to enable people to simply find data 
stream in their environment, collect them and use them for their own purposes.  
Once icons representative of  the different data streams are dropped into the 
programming interface, these different agents could express their awareness 
of  each other’s presence and their functional interactions. Once dropped-in, 
the programming interface people could explore how they can interact among 
each other by looking at how the different icons behave, pulling or pushing 
information without the need to set parameters or relations between them. The 
agent-based paradigm was first developed into a low-fi prototype. Magnets and 
colored rings of  paper that represented the kinds of  information an agent can 
push into or pull from the environment were then placed in position, and used 
to engage non-experts in a conversation about this particular type of  interaction. 
These interfaces have been then further developed into a functional prototype 
and used for further user tests. 

The main results from these studies was that, although people could gener-
ally understand how to use the graphical user interface and set up interactions 
between the push and pull properties of  agents, they found it hard to understand 
what they could make with it. How to use the agent-based programming interface 
was well understood by the test participants and they could easily explain ration-
ally what they were doing and what results they were expecting when setting up 
connections between components representing different information sources. 
Nevertheless, what they found very difficult to understand is why or what for. 
They could not ‘get’ the ultimate aim of  using the Satin editor. They were unable 
to see why they should make one app instead of  buy or download an existing 
one provided by a company or an expert programmer.  

People found it very difficult to project themselves into a future where infor-
mation is retrievable from any artifact or web service at any time. Therefore, 
they were not able to come out with solutions tailored on their own specific 
needs and experiences, nor did they understand why they should participate in 
the co-creation of  applications with companies and third parties. Most of  the 
non-experts in our tests would not consider spending time composing their own 
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Above: agent based interface physical 
mock-up. 

Top right: the final, functional, Satin 
editor interface based on a more 
traditional ‘connect and set parameters’ 
interaction style. 

Bottom right: the speculative design of a 
mobile agent-based interface to explore 
contextual digital content and gather 
data from space.   
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The unsuccessful example of  Satin in providing meaningful possibilities for 
interaction to its users, emphasizes the need for development of  a new prospec-
tive and way of  working on the design of  interactive systems. This should be 
informed by a holistic stance based on contextual day-to-day experience and 
behavior as a guiding principle for technological development which can very 
unlikely fit within established ways of  designing and developing these technolo-
gies.  These issues and themes are now largely explored and debated in the design 
community and will be summarized in the next and final chapter of  this first 
section. 

Postindustrial practices

In recent years a number of  designers and researchers started to reconsider 
their role and responsibility in relation to mass production, social, environmen-
tal and technological implication of  their practice. Postindustrial debates and 
explorations started to grow, researching and expanding the design toolkit and 
expertise beyond traditional ‘industrial’ mindsets and approaches. The result of  
these inquires is a set of  postindustrial practices where design forms and expres-
sions are more explicitly used as the means to question and articulate present 
controversies, rather than to simply provide end-results and identify functionali-
ties. Within these practices critical, speculative and participatory approaches are 
merging and cross breeding, providing the necessary materials to allow experts 
and non-experts to share experiences and collaboratively explore more sustain-
able and inclusive solutions, to investigate present situations and investigate the 
political and social implications of  future design configurations.

This chapter provides a summary of  some of  these material inquiries, their theo-
retical stances, methodological contaminations and critical views. The purpose 
of  this review is to establish what tools and approaches a transitional practice 
for the design of  postindustrial infrastructures needs to include. In particular, 
these theoretical and methodological stances can help designers to identify how 
to responsibly and ethically model systems and socio-material configurations, 
curating their introduction in their future contexts of  use. 

A redirective practice
 A first fundamental common denominator that these perspectives recognize 
as a substantial challenge for design research and practice is that a shift toward 
more socially and environmentally sustainable forms of  production is becom-
ing a pressing necessity more than an option. As Fry (2009) argues, the existing 
economic and production paradigm has exhausted its modernist social incentive, 
revealing clear limitations in its ability to create the global, economic and political 
conditions to equally provide wealth and “sustainment”. 

The second one common factor is the shared critical stance towards a dominant 
and homogenizing idea of  ‘progress’ prescribed by matters of  facts, scientific 


